For the past five months, Nature Structural Biology has been publishing research papers weekly online, before they appear in the print issues at the beginning of each month. This service, called Advanced Online Publication (AOP), is beneficial to both the authors and the readers of our journal. With the weekly schedule, we now publish papers faster than before. In the increasingly competitive field of structural biology, this may be an important edge for the authors. By simply clicking on the 'AOP' button above the journal icon on our web site, the readers now have access to papers weeks earlier than with our monthly system.
The papers published in the AOP section of our web site are in their final form, available in both the PDF and the full text HTML (complete with web links) versions. However, because they appear before the print issues are assembled, these papers do not have information about volume/issue/page numbers, which are traditionally required for citation. Instead, each paper carries a unique string of characters and numbers, called a digital object identifier (DOI), that is used to identify any type of electronic content. Using DOIs, one can directly access AOP papers over the web (http://dx.doi.org/< paper's DOI>); one can also cite AOP papers by including the following phrase in the reference: "Nature Structural Biology, <publication date>, DOI: <paper's DOI>". Once an AOP paper is published in print, the actual volume/issue/page numbers will be amended to the PDF and the HTML versions; however, the DOI remains associated with and will continue to link to the same paper.
Given that an AOP paper may be published online weeks before it appears in print, which should be considered as the publication date? Unfortunately, the answer may vary because different organizations and institutions interpret the dates differently -at least for now. We believe that online publication constitutes public disclosure, and our AOP papers will be listed in PubMed soon after they appear on the web. Further, it is likely that the courts would consider the earlier electronic publication date as the one that matters; therefore, authors who are considering filing patent applications should keep this in mind. Regarding citation records, most abstracting and indexing services, such as Medline and the Institute for Scientific Information (ISI), cite the print date as the publication date. Therefore, a paper published online in December 2001 that does not appear in print until January 2002 is still recorded as a 2002 paper. Authors who are concerned with this issue should be aware of the possible discrepancy. Hopefully, with the rapid advance of online publishing, such ambiguity about publication dates may be resolved in the near future.
The flexibility of electronic publishing has many advantages over the print counterpart. Certainly, it has given us the capability to publish more frequently and thus more quickly than the monthly print schedule would allow. Further, the extensive web links -for example, to structural coordinates curated by Protein Data Bank, or to papers listed in the references -provide easy access to many valuable resources. Therefore, it is not surprising that publishers are placing more and more emphasis on developing this medium. Of course, much can be done with online publishing, and we are looking into ways that could enhance the service provided by Nature Structural Biology. We welcome your feedback and suggestions -on AOP or on electronic publishing in general; please send your comments to the Editor (by email to: nsb@natureny.com). 
